This assay primarily detects the p24 core antigen of HIV-1 and has a reported lower limit of detection of 50 to 100 pg/ml (4). Culture supernatant fluids were removed every 3 to 4 days and frozen in 1-ml aliquots at -20°C. Specimens were thawed within 1 month of collection and tested in accordance with manufacturer directions. A culture was considered to be positive for HIV-1 antigen if two serial supernatant samplings were positive, with the later sampling showing greater reactivity. Abbott Laboratories claims that its assay is specific for HIV-1 antigens and that it does not cross-react with human T-cell lymphotropic virus type 1, cytomegalovirus, Epstein-Barr virus, herpes simplex virus, hepatitis B virus, or PBMC from HIV-1 antibody-negative individuals (2, 8) . Culture supernatant fluids from known HIV-1-positive and -negative cell cultures were included in every assay as positive and negative controls. The Wilcoxon rank sum test was used to determine the significance of median times to positivity of cultures of PBMC from symptomatic and asymptomatic groups of patients. Significant results are reported as two tailed.
HIV-1 was isolated from the PBMC of 141 (99.3%) of 142 HIV-1 antibody-positive patients (all 57 AIDS patients, all 15 ARC patients, and 69 [98.6%] of 70 asymptomatic HIV-1 antibody-positive patients). The cultures of 60% of the AIDS and ARC patients were positive by day 3 of culture compared with 19% of those of asymptomatic patients ( Table 1) .
The cultures of all AIDS and ARC patients were positive by day 21, compared with 94% of those of the asymptomatic group. The median time to positive culture of symptomatic patients was significantly less than that of asymptomatic patients (less than 3.0 days versus 4 to 7 days, respectively; P < 0.001; Wilcoxon rank sum test). None of the 30 HIV-1 antibody-negative blood donors had positive cultures.
Possible factors for the improved sensitivity of our culture assay may include one or all of the following modifications. (i) A reverse transcriptase assay was replaced with the Abbott Laboratories HIV-1 antigen detection assay. The Abbott system has been reported to be at least 100-fold more sensitive than reverse transcriptase assays by serial dilution studies of culture supernatant (2, 7). (ii) Amphotericin B was eliminated from the cell culture medium. Amphotericin B has been reported to inhibit expression of HIV-1 virus protein antigens (11) . In our laboratory, we found amphotericin B to delay the time to positivity by 4 to 10 days at a concentration of 2.5 p.g/ml. (iii) Donor PBMC that were phytohemagglutinin-P stimulated for 2 to 4 days rather than 3 In terms of practical application, this sensitive culture assay may be useful for confirming HIV-1 infection in individuals with indeterminate Western blots or in neonates with passively transferred maternal HIV-1 antibodies. Cultures of HIV-1 antibody-negative individuals with known sexual exposure to HIV-1-infected partners may be warranted in view of a recent study, which reported that the period of latent HIV-1 infection preceding overt seroconversion was 6 to 18 months in certain patients (9) . By allowing monitoring of time to positivity, this culture technique could be helpful in evaluating the antiviral effects of drugs. 
